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Introduction

This milestone report presents eight themes identified from the case studies of the 2008 schools that took part in the Curriculum Implementation Project.

Once the individual case studies had been completed the core research team discussed emergent themes. Eight were identified:

· The sense that schools are making of The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC)
· Principal leadership is key to success

· The nature of professional learning activities to date

· Exploring the “front end” of the curriculum

· Flexibility for school-based curriculum development

· The move to an integrated curriculum and inquiry learning 

· The time needed for implementation

· Engagement with parents and the community.
Each was then elaborated more fully by one or more members of the team. Following that, the lead authors synthesised these various reports to produce the completed document.      

The themes discussed here were seen as key to understanding the current implementation context, and helpful to the Ministry of Education for determining next steps. Although each theme is presented separately, in fact they overlap and interact with each other. For example, the approaches school leaders used to guide directions at their school, and to develop a professional learning culture, set the scene for the professional learning which occurred as schools explored their vision for students and the new curriculum. Likewise, the recent professional learning school leaders and teaches had engaged in provided a foundation which influenced the approaches school leaders took to the new curriculum and how they interpreted the contents. 

Theme One: The sense that schools are making of NZC 
This report begins with a broad overview of the manner in which the curriculum has been received and understood by the individuals we interviewed in the case study schools. Official curricula undergo a cascade of interpretations as they are translated from the intended to the implemented to the achieved curriculum. As key players in this cascade, school leaders and teachers interpret new curricula through the lens of their current practices and beliefs. Perceptions of the extent of the alignment between these practices and beliefs and the new curriculum influence the ways teachers and schools make sense of a curriculum and their experience of the implementation process. Ultimately, it is the extent of the alignment between student achievement and the intentions of those who wrote the curriculum that is crucial, but at this early stage of the implementation process, and in line with the requirements of the study, we focus on school leader and teacher perceptions of purposes for having a national curriculum and their perceptions of the extent that The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) (Ministry of Education, 2007a) aligns with their current school vision, goals and practices. 

Aligning national and local curriculum goals

There was widespread agreement that national curriculum provides a means of ensuring consistency across the nation while giving flexibility for schools to meet the needs and interests of their students and communities. School leaders and teachers viewed the NZC as a broad common scaffold that gives more choice for schools and affords greater ownership of the curriculum to local communities. This increased flexibility for schools means that teachers can align and personalise learning to the school community as well as to the individual. 
Teachers perceived that they had increased flexibility in their classrooms with a reduction in the number of achievement objectives. In general they considered there was sufficient balance between such flexibility and the guidance needed to achieve alignment and consistency across all schools. This meant that students would not be too disadvantaged if they moved school, notwithstanding local curriculum variation, and neither would teachers. A cohesive framework was also seen as meaning that NZC could be compared with curricula of other countries. Although teachers welcomed the flexibility the curriculum offered, some noted they would need to develop a process to ensure that, as students moved either within or between schools, they would be presented with a coherent programme that built skills over time and did not repeat core content.

The relatively open approach taken to co-constructing the curriculum meant that, prior to the release of the actual curriculum documents, a number of the school leaders in this study were already using their networks to bring the thinking and ideas underpinning the new curriculum back to their schools. This open process was helpful for school leaders and teachers as it resulted in many having considered and explored these ideas over a long time period. When the actual draft curriculum and the new revised curriculum were released in 2006 and 2007, school leaders and teachers first looked to compare these documents with “what was there before”. At some schools, school leaders encouraged staff to work together on developing a submission about the draft curriculum, a process that was helpful in initially engaging staff with the changes in the new curriculum. Attention then turned to what schools were currently doing and to their own school’s vision and philosophical values and beliefs. Common to all case study schools was the impression that teachers were comfortable with the new curriculum. Many commented on how relieved and even delighted they were to find that the new curriculum statement aligned with their school vision, policy, and practices. For the schools involved in literacy and numeracy projects, both leaders and teachers were also pleased that literacy and numeracy would continue to receive substantial emphasis, since many saw them as priorities in their school community. 
Notwithstanding this positive reception, some teachers were concerned that beginning teachers may not have enough existing curriculum knowledge to link NZC to the more detailed content of the curriculum documents that preceded it. Another concern was that the continuing use of a structure of eight levels in every learning area might reinforce the expectation that students should be doing particular things at particular ages, without taking into account their cultural backgrounds or life experiences. Where this concern was raised, such an interpretation was seen as a counter-message to the potential for flexible curriculum planning. 
NZC and preparation for participation in life beyond school 

Though much of NZC is seen as reinforcing the previous curriculum, especially the achievement objectives, its underlying philosophy is seen as being more explicit about vision, values, and the necessity to meet the learning needs of students. Teachers were of the view that NZC would guide the “big picture” for New Zealand because it is more holistic, with greater emphasis on developing capable, competent people and ultimately, contributing citizens. It seemed to teachers that it would enable students to be problem solvers and decision makers and to take ownership of their learning. Teachers felt generally that prominence in the document is given to preparing learners for the 21st century and that they should be confident, connected lifelong learners. They believed that development of well-rounded young people with values and a range of transferable skills will be important for a knowledge economy where most adults will have a range of careers in their lifetime. Their comments indicated they broadly supported the overall educational focus and high-level intent of the document. Although there was general agreement as to the overall direction of the curriculum, there was considerable variation within and between schools as to whether teachers and school leaders considered they were already well down the track designing approaches that fitted this intent or whether substantial transformation of school approaches to curriculum and pedagogy would be necessary.

Aligning vision and values to practice
Regardless of how discussions of NZC unfolded in the case study schools, a great deal of professional development was entailed in the conversations that took place. The key role played by school leaders in these processes of professional learning and interpretation is discussed in Theme Two. Initially such professional learning was typically cross-curricular in nature, with an emphasis on building a professional learning community amongst the staff.  The nature of this professional learning is the subject of Themes Three and Four of the report. The manner in which alignment between NZC and the current school vision, values, and practices was understood and acted on is discussed in Themes Five and Six.

The further development of integrated and inquiry learning approaches has been a key way in which many schools and teachers see they are able to enact the revised curriculum. The impetus for this development, discussed in Theme Six, aligns the idea of teachers as a learning community with the notion of the teacher and the class together as another, nested, learning community within the school. The importance of making and taking the considerable time needed for implementation is the theme of Theme Seven. Finally, we report on involvement of parents, whänau and the wider community in Theme Eight.   
Theme Two: Principal leadership is key to success 

Across the case study schools it was clear that NZC implementation was driven by principals who saw the need to take steps to encourage commitment from teachers. These principals were strong, skilled leaders who were able to enthuse most staff. They consulted widely within their school community on how to best manage the implementation process in their school, but especially with senior staff and/or volunteer enthusiasts. Teachers generally valued their own principal’s judgement, confident that they were leading the school in the right direction. However, we saw some evidence of continuing pockets of resistance, especially in secondary schools. This section highlights some of the ways in which the process of implementation was facilitated by school leaders. 
Across the case studies there were broad similarities in the school leadership approach; for example, to get teachers and community to commit to the new curriculum goals, values, and key competencies; to develop teachers as communities of learners; and to begin working on school programmes. The style of leadership fell broadly into what Woods (2005) called democratic leadership. But as Woods found, there were differences in the details of the approach in every school, no doubt influenced by different personalities, type of school, community, and students. 

A focus on developing a shared vision

Principals saw the importance of having a clear vision for the school, and a process led by them for putting this vision in place for the whole school community. As discussed in Theme Five, the development of a school vision was often “a work in progress” and, particularly in the primary schools, it was often a continuation of previous work on vision development. The guidance of the principal was important when considering the structural elements of the curriculum and reviewing the mission statement, vision, principles, and goals. 

Some principals were determined the school vision should be both shared and lived. One principal declared that no teacher or school lives their vision until the students can talk about it. In developing the school charter most principals were keen to consult their school community, the aim being to focus on what is valued at the school as a starting point for all activities. Charter development was empowering for staff in a number of schools because, having consulted the school community, teachers realised they had “reinvented” the key competencies, or at least there was alignment. In general, staff had faith that the direction in which the school was headed was the correct one for the school and one with which they were comfortable. It should be noted, however, that some teachers remained unconvinced.

Distributing the leadership

Principals could only function effectively if they achieved substantial teacher ownership of their aims and commitments. In this they were often supported by leadership from other key “players”, the school board and senior teachers. In secondary schools, at the instigation of principals, heads of departments, for example, were re-named, in some schools as leaders of learning, and in others, as lead learning coaches. A number of the primary principals were cognisant of the need to use a distributed leadership model, and were actively and strategically developing such a culture at their school.  

Most principals worked to engage and involve the board of trustees in implementation of NZC. The general approach in primary schools was one of shared ownership of change, albeit led by the principal. In secondary and intermediate schools, boards ratified the school’s broad vision and goals, and relied on the principal to lead the day-to-day implementation. 

Fostering a professional learning culture

In all schools the principal was the catalyst for the development of a strong professional learning culture and teachers reported a commitment to professional learning in the school. Principals used their skill to identify clear student achievement targets in the many professional development opportunities their staff had experienced, and then put a framework in place to foster a culture of celebrating success in the school. They set about developing a school culture that would enable the whole school to go forward in the same direction. Principals encouraged teachers to think through the changes so they would “own” the new directions being pursued. The principals fostered teacher reflection because they believed that teachers as reflective practitioners were linked to improved student learning outcomes. 
There was widespread affirmation of the leadership of the principal in providing guidance and support for staff professional learning and for accessing professional development material; and for school boards in supporting these policies. Evidence showed a strong alignment between a principal’s approach and the degree of commitment and acceptance of it by others.

Primary principals typically led discussion of NZC aspects such as key competencies. They found that for the most efficient and effective approaches the curriculum implementation process began with a focus on a particular aspect such as the school vision, a key competency, or a specific unit of work. By using these starting points, teachers were encouraged that their current skills and knowledge were valued. 

In the secondary schools, school-wide shifts in culture were being attempted by the breaking down (or at least “softening”) of traditional learning area boundaries. Whole-school professional development programmes were led by principals and intended to challenge teachers’ thinking, with an emphasis on the holistic nature of learning and the key competencies rather than a subject-specific view of learning. This focus enabled teachers to see the bigger picture of pedagogical structures and approaches when thinking of how they could implement NZC for their specific subject area. In secondary schools in particular, a common understanding of what constituted effective teaching and learning for secondary students needed to be developed before the principals attempted to lead curriculum change, a process requiring ongoing negotiation with staff to maximise overall commitment. Teachers were being supported to become facilitators rather than traditional “top-down” teachers and to place more responsibility on students for their own learning. Staff worked in cross-curricular teams and were supported to try new approaches; the whole school community including the principal, teachers, and board viewing themselves as learners, in some secondary schools, alongside their students. 

For intermediate principals, in particular, exploration of the curriculum was intertwined with other aspects of the school such as behavioural issues and underachievement in literacy. They were also very involved with their contributing schools and the secondary schools which most of their students would be attending. Some had not yet visited the curriculum as a whole staff, although the teachers had looked at it individually or in groups with their cluster schools. 
Principals as learners

In many of the case study schools, principals were involved in professional development activities focused on school leadership. Some schools had reasonably new principals but all were experienced in teaching and the previous curriculum document. Most principals credited their acquired leadership skills and knowledge to a principals’ support group; for example, the Principal Professional Learning Group (PPLG), or the First Time Principals Programme (FTPP). Membership of these groups offered principals the opportunity to co-construct ideas about staff professional learning and to share results of implementing these ideas. Many indicated they drew inspiration, energy, and support from their local “very strong” principals’ associations or professional learning groups. They described their support group as an exciting and invigorating stimulus for professional learning through which leadership expertise was readily available. Membership of a principals’ group was especially helpful for schools in remote areas because it was difficult to attend external professional development. These principals would meet regularly with their local counterparts and organise guest speakers to visit their region with the costs being shared.

Many of the principals had also recently been involved in academic study, which served to motivate and inform their approach to school-wide development and curriculum change. Several had completed doctorates. For one principal, a study focus on self-regulated learning had alerted the whole primary school to a wealth of ideas and resources. Another principal had studied “leadership as an inquiry process”. As in these examples, principals actively sought doctorate or master’s thesis topics that would benefit their whole school learning community, supporting it in its curriculum and pedagogical journey. These were topics that would help in the implementation of change, provide insightful professional development for teachers, and support inquiry-based learning. According to teachers in some schools, readings provided by the principal and findings from their research were useful to them in their professional learning and exploration of the new curriculum. 
Dilemmas and challenges the principals faced 

Principals encountered some challenges and difficulties along the way. For example, developing the school’s curriculum in a way that ensured a balance across curriculum areas could be in tension with taking community views into account. Some principals were challenged by assessment questions, especially formative assessment and its use in improving learning. Others were challenged by how their school could best align the key competencies with the learning areas.

An issue that needs consideration is the pressure on principals as they plan for and lead implementation of NZC. There were signs that, at times, they could be isolated, especially if they were trying to do most of the leadership themselves. Activities linked to persuading teachers to raise their commitment can be taxing on a principal. The most effective leaders were working with other school leaders to share the load and commitment. Professional development and support on a continuing basis were necessary to sustain principals and other leaders.
Theme Three: The nature of professional learning activities to date  

Release of the draft curriculum in 2006 and the revised curriculum in 2007 set in motion considerable and ongoing discussion and debate as teachers worked through curriculum issues, and schools and principals decided how to implement the new curriculum according to their own particular circumstances. 
While there was a widespread view in the case study schools that NZC largely continued a sense of consistency of direction but also gave more freedom to make adjustments at the school level, principals and very experienced teachers also recognised that the new curriculum required paradigm changes in pedagogy. Boards had an expectation that teachers needed and would take opportunities to learn about the intent of the new revised curriculum, starting with what the school was already doing. In most schools, boards had input in the broad direction of change but devolved leadership of the day-to-day implementation to the principal. Boards and principals saw that ongoing professional development of teachers would be necessary to change the school’s enacted curriculum. 
Building on prior learning

Prior to the arrival of NZC most of the case study schools had already been engaging in whole-school professional development through local schooling improvement clusters. Most of the primary schools were involved in two or more contracts; intermediate schools tended to focus on professional learning relating to literacy and numeracy, with one or two other contracts; secondary schools tended to be involved in contracts that included other schools in a cluster or were in an externally led programme such as Assess to Learn (AToL). 
These clusters had supported the development of strong networks among teachers in a school, and between different schools. Teachers talked with each other and observed what was happening elsewhere and related what they saw to their school. The Numeracy Project for example, a contract of three or more years, taught teachers about the power of data-informed decision making, which, in turn, impacted on teaching practice and school organisation. Projects such as Numeracy, Enviroschools, and the ICT Professional Development clusters were mentioned as sharing a common thread of improving student learning through school-wide thematic planning and increased use of student-centred pedagogies such as formative assessment and inquiry-based learning. Many school leaders and teachers considered these learning experiences offered a baseline platform to bring to their exploration of NZC. 
A commitment to whole-school professional development

Across the case study schools there was a commitment to whole-school professional development to initially develop a shared understanding of NZC. The professional development typically involved all teachers, whether full-time or part-time, and teacher aides. In many cases it also involved the boards of trustees. 

Some differences between sectors reflect differences in the ways these schools are organised. For example, in the intermediate schools, whose student cohort turns over by half each year, consultation and discussion typically included school board members, the lead teaching team, and nearby secondary or contributing primary schools, with the principal advising and co-ordinating the various discussions. At the end of this process a number of main goals for student learning were developed. 
Much of the professional development undertaken by secondary teachers has traditionally been at the departmental level. Working in cross-curricular teams to explore NZC allowed these teachers to think more globally about education and to focus on how the school might more holistically meet learner needs. Changes in internal funding structures supported whole-school professional learning in preference to teachers individually applying for funding for external professional development as they did in the past, often with little evidence of change in student achievement. 
In contrast, most of the primary schools already had a culture of school-wide professional learning, therefore their approaches to the new curriculum tended to centre around ongoing in-house professional learning sessions for all staff. 

All schools tried to balance the whole-school professional learning culture with individual teacher interests and needs. The benefits soon became apparent. Teachers said that time spent learning together had been the most useful part of implementation. It was helpful to have knowledgeable teachers mixed with beginning teachers where all could learn with each other. In-house professional development inspired and empowered staff to streamline their curriculum approaches and teachers were able to experiment with their different ideas for approaching the new curriculum. One of the main benefits of whole-school professional development was the ongoing learning conversations that teachers had in and around the school, the shared conversations helping teachers take ownership of identified targets.

Principals ensured that the professional development was “tailored” to what the school community wanted. For example, if the focus was the development of academic excellence, the principal might analyse achievement data looking for trends and deficits so that the school could explore ways to meet specific targets and school-wide quality standards.
Many primary and intermediate teachers were also supported to visit other schools, contributing to collaborative professional learning and collegial relationships. The focus of such visits was likely to be the development of key competencies, inquiry learning, professional reading, or the philosophy behind the new curriculum. 
How professional learning was structured

Teacher-only days were seen to be “powerful” because they enabled teachers to focus on ideas for an extended period of time. Schools would like to have more of them. It was common for principals and senior teachers to intentionally use a range of pedagogical strategies within meetings, as a way of modelling strategies for teachers to use in their classrooms. Examples included “Think, Pair, Share” or forum groups to illustrate effective teaching and learning approaches. Similarly, many leaders planned ways of working that would support the recognition that the underpinning values of the school and of NZC, and the key competencies, applied to staff as they did to students.
Some schools also used short weekly or fortnightly sessions, where teachers looked at broad goals and articulated what these could look like in practice. Some secondary teachers were very proactive in creating professional learning groups that might meet, say, once a week, half an hour before a meeting, or after school on an ongoing basis. In some schools teachers would change to a different learning team each term. It was common for secondary teachers to devise a school-wide shared language with which to talk about their professional development emphasis. For example, in one school a school focus on lifelong learning was referred to as “learning lifelong”, the professional development groups became “critical inquiry groups”, and faculty or special portfolio group chairs became “lead learning coaches”. Staff at secondary schools consciously used this language with students and shared their learning to reinforce the notion among students that teachers, too, were learners. Teachers also worked together to develop resources that could deepen their shared understanding of the key competencies. 

Invited speakers could be used to provoke teachers’ thinking and to confirm the staff’s emerging philosophies and ideas about effective teaching and learning. Similarly, professional readings were often distributed as a basis for school-wide discussion. Most schools reported that it was useful to have outside experts come in to give guidance as to whether or not the school was on the right track, especially with respect of incorporating key competencies into programmes of work, developing charter themes into unit planning, and assessment. 
Although teachers noted that they gained the most from in-house discussions with their colleagues, they also believed that high-quality professional development occurred where they had access to knowledgeable experts, and where they could trial new approaches within their own classrooms, and visit one another’s classrooms to observe, learn, and discuss their ideas.

Resources that supported professional learning

While the MOE planning template was generally seen as helpful, school leaders said it was vital to translate what the template meant for each particular school. Some primary teachers felt it would be helpful to have the support of school advisers as they undertook their school review. Particularly helpful resources included the Shift Happens video, set articles, and MOE booklets provided in implementation packs—specifically Assessing Key Competencies, and From NZ Curriculum to School Curriculum. Also helpful were guides for websites such as Curriculum Online, Strategies for Getting Started. Digital stories about “early adopters” of the key competencies, sourced from Te Kete Ipurangi (TKI), were useful and inspiring. Additional TKI help mentioned by some teachers included the Living Heritage website.
Conferences such as U-Learn were seen as helpful by teachers who were able to attend these, with some sessions led by international/external speakers being particularly inspiring. Recommended professional journals included: set: Research Information for Teachers; Curriculum Matters, Kairanga, and the Curriculum Leadership Journal. Secondary teachers recognised value in participating in online communities and subject associations. Some mentioned Rose Hipkins’ background paper on key competencies (Hipkins, 2006a), which had been examined by the whole staff. 
A number of teachers said they needed more help with resources, specifically when adopting integrated and inquiry approaches to learning. They would like access to: exemplars of these approaches; resources linking the revised curriculum to learning progressions; and more direction from the MOE with suggestions as to how a school might approach the new curriculum. Some teachers also wanted help with ideas for translating NZC into specific learning areas, and, in particular, clarification of the achievement objectives for English.  Many wanted exemplars or resources that showed what a plan could look like that integrated values, key competencies, and learning areas to reflect the intent of the new curriculum. Teachers also wanted suggestions for assessment and felt they needed more help with techniques to work out learning progressions.
Barriers to professional learning for NZC implementation 
Other priorities hindered some school’s commitment to the exploration of NZC. For example, where behavioural issues loomed as a problem, NZC implementation might be seen as a lower priority than addressing these. One intermediate school principal said that, with a current wider whole-school focus on literacy and numeracy, whole-school exploration of the final version of NZC would need to wait. 

Theme Four: Exploring the “front end” of the curriculum

All the case study schools had initially focused on the “front end” of the document. This part of the curriculum is widely seen as very powerful. The addition of key competencies and a redeveloped values statement seem to be particularly attractive to teachers and school leaders. In the words of one secondary principal:

The front end of the document reinforces what we want to do and that we are going in the right direction. The biggest challenge is the pedagogical shift. It does not involve tweaking existing stuff. We will never get kids engaged if we do this.

As this comment implies, the front end was seen as a logical beginning point for giving effect to NZC. Nearly all the case study schools had already been working on developing a school vision prior to the release of the final version. Many had also begun exploring inquiry-based learning as a way of more fully engaging students in their learning, and in both these types of activity there was a focus on “lifelong learning”. These types of explorations are further discussed in Themes Five and Six. 

Making sense of the key competencies

Most of the case study schools were engaged in the process of developing shared approaches to the inclusion of key competencies in their school curriculum. When information about the nature of the key competencies first became available, many of the schools had spent time exploring them as a whole staff. These collective learning sessions drew on MOE-sponsored presentations and background readings about the key competencies, including Hipkins (2006a) and the first Kick Starts pamphlet pack (Hipkins, Roberts, & Bolstad, 2007). Subsequently, schools went on to explore ways the key competencies could be incorporated into their school vision, as well as planning and assessment practices and classroom programmes.
Notwithstanding the popular focus on key competencies, the manner in which their implementation was being enacted varied considerably. Some primary schools opted to concentrate on one key competency at a time, in which case activities often included developing a shared language for describing what demonstrations of this competency could look like. In these schools it was common to include the selected key competency in planning templates, and the specific competency was chosen for its fit with the inquiry topic or theme for that term (see Theme Six below).  Like many of the “early adopter” normal schools (Boyd & Watson, 2006), a number of our case study schools elected to start with a key competency (or in some cases two related key competencies) considered more easily recognisable and connected to existing pedagogies. These were: managing self; relating to others; and participating and contributing. 
Other schools took a more holistic approach, discussing what they thought the key competencies collectively implied for their practice. One primary school began with this type of shared conversation but the principal quickly realised a danger that staff enthusiasm for key competencies would not translate into actual changes in practice unless they were to be interpreted at a deeper level than was currently the case. In her view it was important for staff to “re-think their own knowledge about teaching and learning” and so she took the decision to begin again with an exploration of a learning area (Social Sciences) returning to the key competency focus only once she felt staff were ready for the deeper discussions of knowledge and learning. But this type of strategic thinking about the relationship between key competencies and curriculum “content” did not appear to be common (or at least was not often mentioned). 

Clarifying school values

While many schools addressed the values as part of their redevelopment of the school’s charter or vision statement (see Theme Five below), these were of particular interest to the two Catholic schools in this study. In both of these schools staff collectively explored the manner in which their Catholic values and special character fitted with the values and key competencies in the curriculum and they did this early in the implementation process.

As a result of this type of exploration, some schools came to the conclusion that the attributes and values they had previously developed were already well aligned with the curriculum. Others modified their charters to reflect the new understandings they had developed about the intent of the curriculum, and made connections with the language used in the curriculum to describe the values and key competencies. The result was then generally considered to be a good fit between the revised charter and vision and the intent of the revised curriculum.
Key competencies are defined in NZC as integrating knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values:

More complex than skills, the competencies draw also on knowledge, attitudes and values in ways that lead to action. They are not separate or stand-alone. They are key to learning in every learning area. (Ministry of Education, 2007a ), (p. 12, emphasis added)

Despite this connection, values were seldom linked directly to key competencies during our conversations. It could be that this possibility is being missed because the NZC discussion of the part values play in design and review processes is not explicit about what making them “an integral part of the curriculum” (Ministry of Education, 2007a, p. 38) could mean, whereas charter statements are explicitly mentioned in this section on implementation. 
Translating talk to practice

Many teachers saw the introduction of the key competencies as an opportunity for a closer focus on students’ behavioural and social development and learning skills. They welcomed the use of a shared language to talk about these more general aspects of schooling. 

At several schools, staff had designed units of work that appeared to be primarily centred around one or more of the key competencies, with the intention of developing a shared language around learner attributes that had been identified as important. If the aim was to develop a cohesive classroom community, there would typically be a focus on developing students’ social and co-operative skills; sense of responsibility and respect; and self-management skills. A different approach saw some schools focus on the skills and attributes needed by “good learners”. While such units did often connect to one or more learning areas, staff tended to view them as a starting point to introduce the key competencies as a set of related attributes and behaviours that could be built on during the year. In the primary sector it is common for classes to start the year with a topic that aims to develop a cohesive classroom culture and so this type of approach built on schools’ existing practices while adding the new dimension of development of a shared language around key competencies and learner attributes. 

Staff at one secondary school also explored the introduction of the key competencies as a support for social cohesion. In this school, tutor groups were changed from horizontal to vertical forms. Resources that focused on aspects of the key competencies such as relating to others and connectedness were developed for use in tutor group discussions.  Like some of their colleagues in the primary sector, the teachers in this secondary school saw this as an introductory step, and they were still working out how the key competencies could be woven into the rest of the school programme.

Some schools were already exploring ways of assessing key competencies, usually for formative rather than summative purposes. Other school leaders preferred to delay making decisions about assessment until they were clearer about what might be involved. 

Where assessment was being explored, the whole staff or smaller delegated groups, sometimes with student involvement, had often invested considerable energy in developing rubrics to enable feedback on key competencies to become a learning focus. This could be associated with students’ involvement in goal setting and reporting processes and three-way, student-led conferences, were replacing the more usual parent–teacher interviews in some instances. In one primary school where the principal had an academic interest in self-regulated learning, the staff had gone to considerable lengths to develop processes for creating digitally-stored records of evidence that students were demonstrating greater self-regulation as an aspect of the key competency managing self. One of the intermediate schools was similarly considering the use of digitally-stored Learning Stories (Carr, 2001) for documenting key competency development. Some teachers were also experimenting with giving students more say in the tasks selected for inclusion in portfolios. 

Most school leaders and teachers considered they had enough access to in-house or local professional expertise to assist them to unpack the curriculum and re-design school practices and processes to meet its intent. However, the question of whether and how to assess key competencies was a notable exception, and the focus of much debate. Many participants said they were still developing assessment approaches, and that they would like more models, examples of progression, and general guidance around this aspect of the revised curriculum. 

Implications of this “front end” focus

Beginning the implementation journey with a focus on the “front end” has both benefits and possible drawbacks. The approaches outlined have the potential to: increase social cohesion; support the development of a shared language between teachers and students; and support students to set goals and develop strategies around the behavioural, social, and meta-cognitive aspects of the key competencies. Research in the area of school-wide coherence suggests this continuity of pedagogies is likely to benefit students (Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001) and so this is clearly a useful thing to do. 

One potential drawback of beginning implementation with a main or sole focus on the key competencies is that this could encourage the narrow interpretation of them as “social skills” or “thinking skills”, to be taught separately from the wider school programme. Hipkins (2006b) notes that it is important that the complexity of each competency is not lost and that they should be embedded in learning content. For example, she suggests that if managing self is interpreted as being about students behaving well and being ready to learn, the potential identity thread that runs through this competency could be downplayed or overlooked. Yet development of specific aspects of one’s personal identify is included in the one-page “essence” statements of four of the eight learning areas of NZC
 and it is a clear focus in the overarching vision, values and principles  statements.
 Significantly, very few teachers made explicit reference to the one-page learning area statements, but neither did we ask a direct question about them. We will do so in the second round of field work.

A number of teachers said that weaving the key competencies into curriculum areas would be their next challenge. The management of this process is likely to have a bearing on whether teachers increase their understanding of the learning potential inherent in the key competencies— for example exploring the connections between competencies, identity development, and curriculum content. If this opportunity is missed, the transformative and participatory intent of the key competencies is unlikely to be realised in practice. A number of teachers asked for models that showed how the key competencies could fit within learning area content, reinforcing the implication in our findings that there is a need for well thought out and clear exemplars of what this could look like.
Weaving together curriculum content and key competencies also has implications for assessment. With hindsight, it seems that the curriculum uses what Allan Reid describes as a “name and hope” approach to assessing the key competencies (Reid, 2006). That is, the competencies are named, and schools are told they will need to assess them, but little guidance or practical support in the form of tools or models is provided. This is another area of obvious need for greater implementation guidance. 

Aligning the “front end” messages with other professional learning

As already noted, most of the primary and intermediate, and some of the secondary, schools in this study had recently taken part in whole-school professional learning programmes such as Assess to Learn (AtoL), literacy (LPDP), or the numeracy contract. These programmes all have a focus on supporting teachers to make the process of learning more explicit to students, through discussions about learning intentions, goal setting, success criteria, or learning strategies.
While the types of activities developed for putting key competencies into place could be seen as paralleling the processes embedded in these other professional learning programmes, this type of connection did not appear to have been made by some teachers in those schools that were slower to begin implementation. For example, a few teachers commented that they hadn’t spent much time on the curriculum yet because they were “still doing” literacy, numeracy, or an ICTPD programme.  By contrast, in schools where greater progress with the curriculum implementation had been made, the school leaders had encouraged the teachers to notice and build on strong connections between previous school-wide professional learning and the directions signalled by NZC.  

Typically, the connection between other professional learning and NZC was expressed via the idea of “student-centred” curriculum practices, linked to the idea of supporting students to become lifelong learners. Practices linked in this way included: assessment-for-learning practices; ways to co-construct learning experiences with students; and practices that promoted thinking skills, self-regulated learning, or meta-cognition, which are more directly linked to key competencies. 

Theme Five: Flexibility for school-based curriculum development 

The introductory letter to the revised curriculum makes it clear that giving effect to NZC involves a process of determining the learning needs of the school’s student population and devising a curriculum to meet those needs:  

This curriculum gives schools the flexibility to actively involve students in what they learn, how it is taught, and how the learning is assessed, and it invites schools to embrace the challenge of designing relevant and meaningful learning programmes that will motivate and engage all students. (Maharey, 2007, p. 1)   

NZC is described as a framework that provides schools with the “scope, flexibility and authority” (p. 37) they need to design their own curriculum, which will in turn form the basis on which each teacher builds their specific learning programmes. Theme Five discusses aspects of NZC schools are taking into consideration as they embrace the flexibility to develop a curriculum for their students.

Building on a solid foundation

Prior to the arrival of the draft or revised version of NZC, many of the case study schools were already engaged in a cycle of on going review of curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment practices. Such reviews were intended to increase coherence between different aspects of school practice, providing a more focused “big picture” framing of teaching and learning in the school. International studies suggest that improving coherence between curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment is one way of improving student outcomes (Newmann et al., 2001; Queensland State Education, 2000) so this can be seen as an important aspect of school self-management. At schools where this type of activity had not been undertaken, it was noticeable that there did not appear to be a collective view of teaching and learning. 

The need to strengthen this big picture framing was noted by all the recently appointed principals in this study.
 Many had been chosen by their board of trustees for their “forward thinking” approaches and leadership skills. These principals described how, on arriving at their new school, they had noticed a lack of coherence between programmes in different classrooms, and prescriptive curriculum overviews or assessment regimes that were not focused around learning. In response each leader had instigated a review process to provide a forum where all staff could question given school practices and clarify what was important at their school and in their community. 

Review processes typically evolved into, or took place alongside, re-visioning activities. While designed initially to address the issues of coherence that the reviews had thrown up, the arrival of NZC provided strong signals about the types of solutions that might be sought, and so the re-visioning came to be more closely aligned to implementation of NZC. In view of the questions already raised about the relationship between the big ideas at the front end of the curriculum and the detail of the learning areas at the back, it is noteworthy that review and re-visioning discussions were deliberately set up to take place in cross-school teams. This was a considered choice in all the secondary schools, intended to disrupt past patterns of isolated professional learning within separate curriculum areas. There may have been an unintended cost if this structuring of professional learning has impeded teachers from bringing their different knowledge strengths to their reflection on specific changes that could be made within different learning areas. Of course, awareness of this challenge would also allow it to be addressed during the ongoing implementation period.    

A vision for fostering lifelong learning

In a number of schools the re-visioning activities drew on ideas about lifelong learning to provide a framework to review school practices.  

At many schools, and in particular, those with new principals, a starting point for the review process was a “re-visioning” during which staff, the board of trustees, and the community worked together to revise the school charter and vision. Ideas from recent Professional Development were incorporated into this re-visioning process. As ideas such as the key competencies and values started to be discussed in the education sector, school leaders also incorporated these into the review process. For those schools that were not already engaged in reviewing practices, the arrival of the draft or revised curriculum documents tended to prompt a similar process.

As part of these processes, school leaders encouraged staff to: visualise what a lifelong learner could look like; consider attributes that lifelong learners would develop over time; and explore associated implications for designing learning experiences that could support students to develop these attributes. Key learning experiences and readings that supported these explorations included: ideas gained from early MOE seminars on the curriculum and the key competencies; Jane Gilbert’s (2005) book on learning in the 21st century; MOE (Ministry of Education, 2006) and David Hargreaves’ (2004) resources about personalised learning; and the “Delors report” (UNESCO, 1996). Once characteristics of lifelong learners had been determined, the school community worked together to develop their own description of these for inclusion in school charter and vision statements. Teachers and board of trustees members typically contributed to this work. In some schools, interested parents and students had input into the process.  

Many schools also used a community consultation process to review existing school values or develop a set of school values that were related to the attributes they were trying to develop. At some schools, the focus on common school pedagogies, learner attributes, and a shared language for learning was enhanced by the development of a visual metaphor to represent the school’s vision and ways of working. Some of these visual metaphors included references to the key competencies and values of NZC.  A redeveloped school vision and visual metaphor were widely perceived as useful tools to share key messages about the learner attributes the school was attempting to foster, and the core aspects of the teaching and learning programme at their school.
The promotion of the school vision can be seen as creating a “brand” that enables a school to display it uniqueness. However, the potential exists that this visual “branding” of schools could lead to competition between schools rather than collaboration. (But there did not appear to be evidence that this was the case at the schools in this study.)

Enacting the vision in classrooms

Most teachers considered that NZC gave them more space than previously to design programmes based on students’ needs and interests. When they were ready to apply ideas from NZC to their learning programmes, some primary and intermediate schools moved away from a syndicate structure to a structure where curriculum leaders planned collectively for whole-school approaches. However, getting a balance between a whole-school approach and previous, more fragmented, planning models could be difficult. Some intermediate school staff wanted to move back to a smaller group structure to increase what they saw as the potential for creativity in their planning.
Some schools or individual teachers had developed processes to incorporate students’ interests into the classroom programme, for example by negotiating inquiry topics. This could happen at the level of school-wide inquiry themes, but more commonly students helped shape the direction of inquiries undertaken in specific classes (or subjects in the case of secondary schools). At one secondary school, some teachers were experimenting with ideas such as providing junior students with curriculum learning intentions so that they could work in teams to design related units of work. At these schools, teachers described the learning experiences that resulted as highly memorable and engaging for students. However, some also raised concerns about managing the inquiry process so that it challenged students and was not driven by a narrow range of student interests. 

Notwithstanding these examples, the use of these types of student-centred approaches to curriculum design did not appear to be common across all schools, or indeed between classes within a school. At some schools teachers tended to rely more on their own perceptions of student and community needs and interests to develop programmes. To do this staff drew on a range of sources of information which included topical events in the local community and environment, as well as their beliefs about students’ learning needs in relation to literacy and numeracy. 

Some primary teachers reflected that NZC has changed how they plan and assess. Summative assessment is now used more sparingly and formative assessment used more often, with some teachers noting that a focus for future development would be assessment practices in relation to the key competencies.

Involving students in the process of change
As already indicated, the schools in this study varied as to whether, and how, they were involving students in decision making around curriculum, pedagogy, or classroom activities. Direct involvement of students in re-visioning activities, curriculum development processes, or indeed any other school-wide decision making, does not, as yet, appear to be a common practice.

At some schools, mostly those in the primary sector, student input into re-visioning and curriculum directions was initiated by the leadership team and was mostly occurring at a school-wide level. For example, a number of schools had developed ways of including student feedback into their redevelopment of the school charter and vision, or into the big ideas or themes around which the curriculum was structured. In some instances student input and language were used to develop posters describing the learner attributes the school planned to foster. These posters were created to be displayed in every classroom and were intended to ensure that the generic values and attributes developed became a living part of school practice. 
At some schools students were involved in teams that helped make decisions about school policies and practices. In one primary school a student curriculum team, coached in interview techniques by the principal, conducted phone interviews with parents to ascertain their views on the skills and competencies needed by learners. Students from this team also added some features to the school’s visual metaphor, and explained the different aspects of this vision to parents at an information evening. (Community engagement in the implementation of NZC is further discussed in Theme Eight).

Theme Six: The move to an integrated curriculum and inquiry learning

Inquiry/integrated approaches are being used by most of the primary and intermediate schools in this study. These approaches are also being trialled with Years 9 and 10 students in three of the four secondary schools in the study. 

This shift in practice appears to be driven by both philosophical and pragmatic concerns (Boyd & Watson, 2006). The philosophical drivers are a desire to increase the use of student-centred pedagogies and provide rich and meaningful learning contexts for students. The pragmatic drivers are related to a desire to increase the use of ICT in schools and “de-clutter” the curriculum, with inquiry learning typically being used for putting perceptions of a freedom to reduce curriculum overcrowding into practice. The philosophical and the pragmatic drivers come together in the widely shared perception that the revised curriculum encourages schools to have a clear rationale and “big picture” underpinning for teaching and learning programmes. For example, the NZC principles of “coherence” and “future focus” support the exploration of links between learning areas, structuring programmes around the nominated future-focused themes of sustainability, citizenship, enterprise, or globalisation.

The scope and focus of planned inquiries

Schools have different approaches to deciding on school-wide topics. Some had developed themes based on international curriculum trends and from resources such as the “rich tasks” from the New Basics curriculum in Queensland, Australia.
 Others chose to reflect local concerns or perceived student interests, or consulted their community. Most of the themes being explored in 2008 have connections to the future-focused themes in the curriculum. They relate to: sustainability questions such as “What can I do to make the world a better place?”; citizenship questions such as “Where do I belong?” or “What makes a good team?”; and enterprise themes such as “The winning formulae: keys to success”. At most schools, these topics include a wellbeing or self-management focus that aligns the inquiry process with the schools’ exploration of the key competencies, values, and formative assessment pedagogies outlined in the curriculum revision. 

Some primary schools planned a year-long theme, with sub themes for each term. These tend to start with an exploration of the situation of individual students (that is, known experiences and knowledge) in Term 1, moving outwards to explore the wider community (i.e., less well-known experiences and knowledge). Some schools focus on a different learning area each term, again under the umbrella of a year-long theme. Some of the intermediate schools have made changes to the structure of their school timetable to create space for in-depth explorations. On the whole, teachers have welcomed “big picture” approaches to planning. Most schools have developed planning templates that juxtapose selected learning areas, one or two key competencies, and other school focuses such as thinking skills or Habits of Mind. A school-wide planning template is seen as giving considerable flexibility at the classroom level to exercise professional judgement, and adapt themes to suit student and class needs and interests. Thus, rather than restricting their creativity, most teachers think this approach has opened up space for them to follow their or students’ interests and passions. 

Reducing coverage, and planning in ways that are more responsive to community interests, has raised some concerns about whether students will be offered a coherent programme as they move through the school. Some teachers wonder how they can ensure that students do not repeat content from year to year. This concern points to a need to map curriculum plans across years and classes to ensure students have opportunities to develop key skills and competencies, and access key sets of knowledge within each learning area. Some teachers are wondering about how their new programmes will fit with national accountability processes. In view of what they perceived as a “coverage” imperative for the previous curriculum, they are concerned about Education Review Offices (ERO) reviews.

Inquiry as a “student-centred” pedagogy

Most schools are still in the early stages of using inquiry/integrated approaches, experimenting with ways of planning around “big ideas” or different models. Creating then refining the school’s own model for integrated inquiry has been a focus of implementation activity. Internationally, integrated models have their origins in Dewey’s work, and are underpinned by sociocultural learning theory and philosophical beliefs about the value of democratic education. A central principle driving democratic education is that students are active citizens, therefore democratic education involves students and teachers working together to co-construct a learning programme that enables them to address significant issues (Beane, 1997). While this theoretical framing is congruent with NZC’s principles, values, and key competencies, the arrival of the curriculum was not necessarily the originating impetus for this focus on inquiry.
 However, it has certainly enhanced the sense that schools now have “permission” to streamline the curriculum in this way. 

The original interest in inquiry structured around big overarching themes appears to have been generated by the ICT professional development that many schools had attended prior to or during the time the draft and revised curriculum documents were being released. A range of external providers have helped develop the models in use in schools. 

Most teachers do see a close alignment between the intent of the curriculum and the inquiry learning approach their school has adopted. The significant themes they select are seen as engaging and meaningful for students, and give individual teachers freedom within an overall common structure to pursue questions and directions that interest their class.  However, as some teachers started experimenting with inquiry approaches, they first perceived that a “student-led” approach required them to hand much of the direction the inquiry took to the learners, with little teacher input or support. Not surprisingly, this subsequently leads to a sense of unease that this approach was “not working” as students did not appear to be challenged beyond their immediate frames of reference and current interests. Some of these teachers then moved to a co-constructed approach. Another study of the early stages of adoption of NZC has noted the same dilemma (Boyd et al., 2005). This is a misrepresentation of the intent of both integrated and inquiry approaches as seen by their originators. James Beane, for example, when talking about an integrated democratic curriculum emphasises the need for decisions to be co-constructed rather than dictated solely by students (Beane, 1997). Kath Murdoch (1998) similarly emphasises an active role for the teacher, and provides a wide range of strategies to support this. Good models of practice that could be used to stimulate staff discussion may be helpful here. 

Across schools, there is variation in the “transformational” potential of the models being used. Although co-construction is a central tenet of democratic education, teachers have different views about the importance of involving students in determining the overarching content of the inquiry, the processes to be used, and whether or not the new knowledge that students gain will then be used in some meaningful way, or will simply be reported back. Teachers have different views about the meaning and importance of “taking action” as a learning step, with some saying this is the aspect of their school’s inquiry learning model they are most unsure about. This idea of students “taking action” to address local or global concerns is one of the underpinnings of NZC. That is, the curriculum suggests that students are active citizens now, rather than being prepared for this role in the future. How this plays out in each school is likely to be the subject of ongoing exploration and debate. Giving students too little support within a structure that has been predetermined for them may reinforce disengagement when the opposite is the teacher’s sincere intent. Again, this finding suggests the need for practical models that teachers can modify or adopt. The key competencies can be seen as providing a transformational intent to learning but teachers need models of what such transformation could look like. There is a need for leading practitioners and curriculum experts to work together to proactively develop exemplars that address these issues.       

The place of disciplinary knowledge

Most primary and intermediate schools are focusing their integrated curriculum around social studies, science, health, and environmental education. These are learning areas that tend to align readily with integration around significant problems and issues, as proposed by Beane (1997). Literacy and numeracy instruction, as the central core of schools’ work, tends to be kept separate. This model of partial integration has some basis in the literature (Martinello & Cook, 2000), has been promoted by a number of providers, and appears to have been enthusiastically embraced, although integrated topics potentially provide real-life opportunities for critical thinking and focused literacy or numeracy instruction around an issue important to the school community or society. 

Several primary principals and some teachers expressed concern that within an integrated/inquiry process the sense of the disciplines into which knowledge is organised is being lost and they are not sure what the ultimate cost of this will be. The literature suggests that inquiry or integrated approaches need to be carefully planned to ensure that students have real-life experiences that retain disciplinary integrity. Some schools are using a subject-centred multi disciplinary model of integration which is more “top-down” and involves designing the curriculum as a juxtaposition of several disciplines around one problem or theme. While this type of organisation addresses the concern about loss of a disciplinary focus, Dowden (2007b) expresses concerns about the suitability of this type of subject-centred model for middle school students as these models can act as a vehicle for “transmitting official knowledge” and therefore have the potential to marginalise the needs of sub groups of students. The balance to be achieved between subject-specific learning objectives and the use of a contextually meaningful topic could be a fruitful focus of ongoing professional debate about the benefits and costs of integrated and inquiry learning approaches.   

Teaching as inquiry

Some teachers appear to conflate the use of inquiry models with the “teaching as inquiry” process outlined in the “Effective Pedagogy” section of NZC (p. 35). One of these approaches to inquiry is inquiry into teaching practice, and the other, inquiry as a teaching pedagogy, and as a way of structuring the curriculum so that it is more meaningful for students. This difference may need to be clarified for teachers.

The high priority on literacy and numeracy instruction, noted above, is likely related to school-wide professional development programmes in which most of the schools had recently participated. A number of teachers have found the MOE (2007) draft literacy learning progressions helpful but most schools have yet to fully explore the potential impact of the revised curriculum on literacy teaching and learning. 
At present teachers hold differing views about whether NZC should prompt any changes in approaches to literacy and numeracy. Some see no need for change and others have yet to consider this question. (Staff in one school asked questions about what teaching for financial literacy could mean.) Notwithstanding the widely shared perception of no need for change, the vision, principles, values, and key competencies that frame learning experiences do suggest a need for some rethinking of current approaches. Researchers of literacy ask questions about the capacity of current approaches to equip students for 21st-century learning. The New London Group (2000), for example, has developed a futures-thinking approach known as a “multi-literacies pedagogy”. This focuses on cultural diversity, literacy, student agency, and new technologies and hence appears to be well aligned with the intent of NZC. In view of these findings, it could be very productive to provide examples of literacy and numeracy teaching that model teaching as inquiry, to help teachers explore changes in their practice here. For example, one area that could be examined is the common practice of separating most literacy instruction from the meaningful “real-life” tasks that students are completing as part of their inquiry/integrated programme. 

Theme Seven: The time needed for implementation 

Time is a major consideration when undertaking curriculum change. It takes time for teachers to understand a new curriculum document and to change their practices. Scheduling professional learning time for this to happen is challenging. The changes to be achieved necessarily involve the setting of strategies and whole-school professional development over considerable periods of time. Some principals believed it would take several years to develop the school’s vision, and could take five or more years to unpack the new revised curriculum and fully explore and develop their school’s curriculum. They recognised that the process was one that was and would be evolving. One intermediate school leader made a statement that was echoed by a number of other school leaders and teachers. This was that teachers were “changing their attitude towards change”. However, for some principals and schools, the process of curriculum implementation almost appeared daunting as teachers realised the process would be ongoing over many months and years. 

Strategic planning for change 
Many principals recognised that implementation of NZC was an evolving process and one that could not be rushed to the extent that teachers were “left behind”. They thought it prudent to allocate time to work on changing just a few aspects of the new curriculum at a time so that any changes would be thoroughly embedded. They thought that small changes could build on the knowledge, experience, and confidence of teaching staff, while ensuring that schools move towards meeting the 2010 timeline for implementation of the curriculum. Most primary principals decided to develop and adopt a two-year implementation plan to give structure and direction. Notwithstanding their intention to try to meet mandated timelines, implementation was viewed as a long-term development process that could take longer than 2010 if teachers were to deeply understand the intentions of NZC. The leaders of these early adopter schools believed that schools would struggle to be ready in 2010 if they had not begun curriculum review processes in 2006.
Consultation with the different groups that make up school communities—teachers, students, parents, and boards of trustees—is a process that can take considerable time and thought, and may need to be spread across several years, so that schools can build pedagogy as they go. 
Key competencies are new and seen as needing time for exploration. As already noted, some principals decided to explore one key competency in depth per year, identifying ways they could provide students with authentic learning contexts linked to these competencies. Since there are five key competencies, this strategy will take five years to fully implement. Many teachers considered that, given time, the key competencies and the learning areas would “mesh” together. They said they needed time to plan and trial the introduction of new teaching approaches to support aspects such as the key competencies. School leaders realised that the improvement of teaching and learning would require time before evidence of teacher change was seen, and importantly, evidence of student change. 
Making good use of learning time 
As well as time out of the classroom to explore and reflect on the theory underpinning the curriculum, teachers need time to rethink and rewrite curriculum plans. In most, if not all, case study schools, staff wanted more time to discuss, experiment and learn together as implementation continued. Section Three outlined ways schools “found” at least some of this time but the need for more was identified by several principals as a major factor impacting on curriculum implementation. Nevertheless school leaders were appreciative that board of trustees gave funding and “moral” support to them and to release teachers for professional learning. Schools are looking at a number of aspects of the new curriculum such as assessment, planning, integration, and teaching methods. 
Integrating curriculum areas was of interest in a number of schools, but this too required time to plan. Integration involves structural changes, including consideration of timetabling constraints for innovative curriculum implementation. Some secondary schools were beginning to innovate by creating blocks of time for thematic studies. In some primary schools, too, sustained periods of time were being created to allow students to focus deeply in areas they were investigating. 
One secondary school was trialling an eight-line timetable, with three hours rather than four allocated to each subject to provide more flexibility for student learning pathways. The timetable blocked subjects to facilitate the design of individual learning pathways based on identified need. For example, some students could strengthen their literacy skills by attending English in more than one timetable line. This reduction in subject contact time and the increase in the timetable lines has had an effect on staffing, with some staff now teaching across subjects. This is a transition which has not always been smooth. Difficulties in attending multiple department meetings and supporting staff in unfamiliar content areas are concerns that need to be addressed. 
Where innovations such as those outlined here are being tried, the ability to teach across subject areas is an important consideration when employing new staff and presents challenges for finding and supporting staff. Concerns expressed in the secondary school with the eight-line timetable included subject option teachers not feeling comfortable in their roles compared with core subject counterparts; a lack of familiarity with pedagogical strategies needed for inquiry-based learning; lack of time for teachers to discuss and reflect and support each other; and boredom if students were staying put in their home rooms while teachers circulated. Teachers can’t be expected to make instant changes in knowledge, teaching approaches, and attitudes. Principals realised this. At the same time they said that teachers must take responsibility for learning and achieving goals and reflecting on their changes.
Theme Eight: Engagement with parents and community

Community engagement is one eight principles in NZC (Ministry of Education 2007a, p. 9). All the case study schools reported that they had communicated (at least some) information about NZC to families. This section discusses the nature of those activities and the challenges schools have encountered in carrying them out.

The nature of communication activities

The case study schools attempted to engage their communities in different ways and for different purposes. Some arranged parent evenings. Some used the newsletter and the school website to give families information about the curriculum. At some schools a newsletter was sent out to the wider community several times a year.

A wide range of methods was tried when attempting to gain parents’ views on school issues. Some schools sent surveys home to parents, but parent opinion has also been canvassed through children’s homework and, as already noted, at one primary school the students themselves had surveyed parents by phone. At one secondary school the school had identified “target” families who then held meetings in their homes. 

Two of the schools had attempted to engage parents in the “bigger picture” of  21st-century education. At one secondary school the principal saw it as her responsibility to alert the community to educational issues and stimulate debate. She did this by providing the board of trustees with professional readings and by including comments on topical issues on the school website and in newsletters. At one of the primary schools the principal arranged for a MOE official to talk to the board of trustees who then in turn worked with groups of parents.

How parent feedback is used 

Schools commonly reported that they sought input from parents as to what they thought would be important to include in the redeveloped new vision or charter. Once these views were gathered they were usually collated and reported back to the community in some way. However, it was not clear how parents’ views were actually used for any other aspects of curriculum development. If parents are to become more active participants in their child’s education, what form should this take?

It is notable that all the actions mentioned above involve either seeking opinions or information sharing. An exception was a primary school that canvassed parents for their views on which second language should be taught and then arranged for the most popular language to be taught. At another school the amount of science taught was reportedly increased following feedback from parents. One intermediate teacher, while valuing the emphasis on a school-based curriculum in NZC, reflected that the staff of the school rather than the community was currently determining what these needs might be. The value of involving parents in actual curriculum design may need to be clearly demonstrated with examples before more teachers are convinced it will be beneficial.  

None of the case studies shed light on how schools might deal with the potential of opposing views from different sections of the community or what they did when views of parents were in conflict with staff views.

Involvement of the Board of Trustees
In most schools the board of trustees was closely involved with the development of school vision and charter. To the extent that board of trustees represent their communities, these schools could be considered to have successfully engaged their communities.

The intermediate schools face a particular challenge in engaging the school community, even through the board of trustees, in that 50 percent of the school roll changes every year. Two of the intermediate schools had responded to this challenge by beginning to collaborate with the board of trustees of the local college and contributing schools, in an attempt to develop a sense of a seamless education system for the community as a whole. One of these intermediates had taken this idea even further and in the rural town where the intermediate was located they had established an “education forum” consisting of the school leaders in the town and a member of the local council.  The idea behind this is that education of the young is the responsibility of the entire community.

Some schools, again notably the intermediate schools, reported difficulty in recruiting board of trustees members. The principal of one intermediate suggested that there were few people in the local community with the expertise needed to run the board of trustees effectively which meant that he ended up carrying a lot of the work of the board and their function became more one of “rubber stamping” things. He suggested that it may be more effective in a community such as his if schools shared a board. Where board of trustees seemed to be working particularly well there were often board members who were involved in education in some way in their professional lives. 

Other challenges schools faced

Despite the range of strategies tried, schools reported difficulty in engaging their communities in discussions around curriculum. This was evident in communities where parents were already involved in the school in activities such as parent helping and involvement with sport as well as in communities where it was more difficult to engage parent help. One board of trustees member interviewed made it quite clear that in her opinion the “nuts and bolts” of the curriculum was the responsibility of the school and she did not want to be involved in curriculum discussions.

At one primary school where a considerable amount of effort had already gone into engaging the community, the staff and the board of trustees representative interviewed all acknowledged that a lot more work was needed in this area. The board of trustees representative talked about the challenges of finding ways of engaging the community with new ideas about education without them having to do a lot of reading. One of the teachers acknowledged that deep engagement with the community required a real shift in the way we think about education and as such it was likely to take time and schools may need additional support. 

These case studies point to the need for further work and support in the area of community engagement if communities are really to be empowered to effectively contribute to the future of schooling. 
Looking to the future: What’s next?

Many of the schools in this study were well underway with their exploration of NZC. Because they had an already established school culture for collaboration and professional learning, the case study schools were in a good position to engage with the messages in the revised curriculum. The consensus amongst these school leaders was that, where such a culture does not already exist, its development will need to take place hand-in-hand with teacher, school, and community discussions about the intent of NZC, and the development of practices that could support its enactment and achievement.  

Many of the schools in the study were actively exploring the front end of the curriculum. This has provided a rich opportunity for engaging professional conversations at the whole-staff level, especially conversations across curriculum boundaries in secondary schools. However, the next challenge is to link this exploration with the “back end” or learning areas of NZC. Questions such as the relationship between values, principles, and key competencies and the achievement objectives in specific learning areas were a concern for some principals, but not yet all. Help in this area would be timely.    

At the time we visited, school leaders’ and teachers’ attention in some schools was already turning to the learning areas. There are questions about what the new curriculum will mean for school schemes and curriculum implementation plans. Some schools were further developing their inquiry and/or integrated approaches or approaches related to one or two curriculum areas, but most had yet to fully map out their new approaches. It is likely that this process will be iterative and it will take some time to develop planning models for how this might be accomplished. Alongside the curriculum questions, assessment and documentation practices were also seen as being in need of realignment. Schools were actively pursuing this agenda using their own resources and local networks. They would welcome exemplars and models to feed into this process. Actions and decisions in this area will be a focus for the second round of field work.

Further time set aside for communities, schools, and teachers to explore curriculum implementation was also seen as essential. The recently announced teacher-only days for 2009 will help here. We will investigate how principals plan to use this time as they build on their considerable achievements to date.
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� These are: English (Ministry of Education, 2007a, p. 18); Learning Languages (p. 24); Social Sciences (p. 30); and, by implication, the Arts (p. 20).


� The vision of young people who are “positive in their own identity” (p. 8) aligns with the imperative to shape a curriculum underpinned by principles of inclusion, cultural diversity, high expectations, and that honours the provisions of Treaty of Waitangi (p. 9). Relevant values here include diversity, equity, and respect for self, others, and human rights (p. 10).


� It is interesting that many of the case study schools, chosen by the MOE for “early adoption” activities of one sort or another, had relatively recently appointed principals. 


� http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/newbasics


� The most recent NZCER national surveys of primary and secondary schools show this impetus building between 2003 and 2006/7 when the most recent surveys were undertaken (Schagen & Hipkins, 2008).






